This article reports an action-research project aimed at designing, applying, and assessing a didactic sequence for teaching English as a foreign language in the first grade of a public school in Cali. The article comprises the context, reasons that justified the research, theoretical support, methodology, and results, analyzed through descriptive statistics and a data matrix. The findings suggest that the didactic proposal was easy to use for the teacher, understandable for the students, and appropriate for the students' proficiency level due to its emphasis on the oral skills. It was concluded that didactic material should follow the pacing of the teachers' academic work and has to be closely linked to the reality of teachers and students.
Introduction
Teaching English as a foreign language has increasingly become a priority for the Ministry of National Education in Colombia. This process dates back to Law 115 (Ministerio de Educación Nacional [MEN] , 1994), Curricular Guidelines for English Teaching (MEN, 1996) , Basic Competence Standards for English (BSCE) (MEN, 2006) , and National Plan of Bilingualism (MEN, 2004) with its subsequent variations (PFDCLE in 2010 , Colombia Very Well or PNI in 2014 [MEN, 2014 , and Colombia Bilingüe in 2015). However, despite the interest of the government in developing the teaching of English, most primary school teachers do not have the proficiency level or the formation in didactics for teaching a foreign language because they are general homeroom (all-subject) teachers, not English teachers per se; they do not have any formation in English or language didactics other than the one they received in secondary school (Cadavid, McNulty, & Quinchía, 2004; Cárdenas, 2001; Cárdenas, Chaves, & Hernández, 2015) ; they have not increased their proficiency or developed their teaching of English because BAs and professional development in this area are offered only for secondary teachers (Bustos & Chamorro, 2003; Cárdenas et al., 2015; González & Sierra, 2011) . Research has found that the current situation in Colombian public schools does not reflect effective actions aimed at promoting primary school teachers' proficiency (Cárdenas & Hernández, 2011; González & Sierra, 2011; MEN, 2014) , methodological preparation to teach the foreign language (Cárdenas et al., 2015) , or other conditions for English teaching, such as knowledge of appropriate didactic materials (DM) (Miranda & Echeverry, 2011) . The fact that primary school teachers do not have the proficiency level or the formation in didactics is a situation that requires urgent attention (Bastidas & Muñoz Ibarra, 2011; Cárdenas et al., 2015; González & Sierra, 2011; de Mejía, 2009 ).
During the diagnostic stage of this research, information was collected through interviews and surveys from teachers, coordinators, and the principal in a public school. This stage showed that the primary teacher, who is not prepared to teach English, follows a program based on the teaching of isolated words, expressions, and figured pronunciation, the way she learned in her school time. Furthermore, through observation and revision of institutional documents we learned that the amount of time invested for English classes is very poor (one hour per week). The results of the diagnostic stage confirmed other authors' findings about the local and national panorama (Bastidas & Muñoz Ibarra, 2011; Cárdenas & Hernández, 2011; Cárdenas et al., 2015; González, 2006; MEN, 2014; Miranda & Echeverry, 2011) . Overall, the problem is indeed instructional, and material implementation that supports a more modern view of teaching seems to be required to improve it. Hence, the aim of this research was to provide a public elementary school with a DM (three didactic units) based on a functional-communicative approach to teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) and tailored to the particularities of the context. This paper describes the theoretical support for the design, the application and assessment of the proposal, the methodology followed and the results.
Conceptual Framework
To understand better the research problem, the theoretical support was divided into two areas: EFL Teaching and Development of Didactic Materials for EFL.
EFL Teaching
Approach, method, and methodology constitute the basic concepts of EFL didactics and materials development. For Richards and Rodgers (2001) , approach is the set of beliefs and theories about language, language learning, and teaching. For these authors, approach, design, and procedure are components of the method. In their proposal, design consists of the model of syllabus, the types of learning and teaching activities, and the learners', teachers', and materials' roles. Richards and Rodgers' tasks, exercises, and procedures are all the classroom actions on the level of implementation or methodology.
In turn, Brown (2007) drew a difference between method and methodology. For him, methods are "specific, identifiable clusters of theoretically compatible classroom techniques" (p. 15), and methodology is "pedagogical practices in general. . . . Whatever considerations are involved in 'how to teach ' are methodological" (p. 15) . From Brown's words, it is inferred that method is the theory related to teaching and methodology is the way teachers do their job in class following certain theoretical positions.
The proposals of Richards and Rodgers (2001), and Brown (2007) share the idea that language teaching is based on the views that teachers have about language and its teaching and learning (approach); then, this approach is set in a series of ordered actions and class processes (method), and finally the method meets the classroom reality through the application of activities, tasks, exercises, and classroom practices that are used every day (techniques). The didactic proposal in this study adopted this idea common to Richards and Rodgers and Brown with the purpose of providing the school with a didactic sequence (DS) supported by some of the most prominent trends within the communicative approach to language teaching: the methods of preview-review, task-based learning, and project-based learning.
Preview-review is an English as a second language (ESL) strategy which applies two teaching stages (preview and review) in order to introduce and practice new topics in the second language (L2). The first stage, called preview, introduces the lesson in the first language (L1) and the second teaches it in L2 with a revision of the material in L1 to assure a better content comprehension (Freeman, Freeman, & Ramirez, 2008; Herrel & Jordan, 2008) .
Task-based learning is an approach aimed at achieving real language appropriacy through contextualized tasks where students must solve problems and situations using language as a communicative vehicle. Here, the task is the focus and language is the tool to reach it. From the assessment that comes from the task outcome, the students receive encouragement to solve problems using language spontaneously and creatively, to focus on real world activities' relationships, and to convey meaning (Nunan, 2004; Willis & Willis, 2007) .
Project-based learning is an ESL learning method that engages students in sustained cooperative learning processes. It emphasizes cooperative learning work aimed at solving situations through inquiring and going deeper into any specific topic by asking questions, debating, predicting, designing plans, collecting information, drawing conclusions, communicating ideas and findings, and creating alternatives (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Beckett & Miller, 2006) . This method has two main components, a driving question or problem and a culminating product that responds to the driving question.
These methods were used synchronously by the teacher to complete the main communicative project established at the beginning of the syllabus, which was composed of a limited number of communicative tasks, previewed in L1 and then reviewed in L2 during the application of the DS. Another concept that shows this close relation between curriculum and its influence on the overall educative practices is Braslavsky's (2005) . She linked curriculum to the educational foundations, contents, processes, and outcomes, implying permanent connections between the goals of education and everyday learning experiences, their pacing in relation to the amount of time available for classroom learning experiences, characteristics of teaching institutions in relation to their methods, resources for learning and teaching, evaluation, and teachers' profiles. Braslavsky (2005) centers her concept on the relationship of educative philosophy, contents, and sequence of the study plans with the particular contexts where the pedagogical practices are carried out, all of them in service of a specific approach and method to be adopted in the teaching process.
The difference between Braslavsky's (2005) concept and the one in the Colombian General Education Law (MEN, 1994) is that the former creates or establishes distance regarding the relation between education and cultural identity, and does not list the resources that may comprise a curriculum (human, academic, and material). The concept of the Colombian General Education Law lists these elements and considers them to be important to develop the national identity. Thus, this research fostered the definition of the Ministry of National Education for its breadth and elements related to the development of the educative process. In the design proposed here, syllabus, didactic unit, and lesson plan are understood as elements of the curriculum, the syllabus containing didactic units and these comprising lesson plans.
In turn, syllabus is the process of specifying and ordering the contents of a course, which follows the curriculum that involves the philosophy, purposes, design, and implementation of the entire educative program (Graves, 1996) . For White (1988) , syllabus refers to the contents or topics that define the curriculum. Dubin and Olshtain (1997) propose that syllabus is a common place where the curriculum philosophy has the chance to move into more detail in a progressive way, arriving at the specific objectives on the operational levels of teaching. Graves (1996) , White (1988) , and Dubin and Olshtain (1997) share the conception of the syllabus as the ordered way teachers present their course contents following a precise methodological approach in terms of detailed objectives and class activities. In other words, syllabus is the second step in the progression of developing DM, curriculum being the first. Syllabus materializes the how-to-do, and how-to-carry-out a particular perspective about language education.
Third in the scale of development of DM for EFL is the concept of the didactic unit. The didactic unit is the set of teaching and learning units of a syllabus, every single topic that develops a same content (Matencio, 2009 ). For Antúnez (1993) , a didactic unit is the intervention of all the elements that affect the teaching-learning process with an inner methodological coherence and a determined period.
A didactic unit organizes the processes of language learning and provides teachers with a tool to guide their methodology and to focus their efforts on an aim towards a feasible and measurable goal in a clear frame of time (Antúnez, 1993; Matencio, 2009) . This is the perspective here adopted for didactic unit: the set of inner time-and-content divisions of a syllabus, which point at a precise teaching objective and help to make real what teachers have in mind to teach.
The last concept supporting the design of the DS is lesson plan. Bailey and Nunan (1996) compare a lesson plan to a map where teachers describe what they expect from a lesson. A lesson is understood in this article as a unit of instruction shorter than a didactic or thematic unit, a small thematic/didactic unit corresponding to a short period of time-usually one or two hours-in which one single lesson or class occurs. This lesson plan is commonly composed of elements that can be controlled by the teacher; they include the content and sequence of information to be developed, the frequency and time for the activities, the materials to be used, and, most important, the students' quality and quantity of participation, especially in the case of a student-centered curriculum.
This research assumed the concept of lesson plan as the DM design element closest to the class reality. A lesson plan embeds the class activities and what teachers plan to do with their students following a brief, one-single-session unit. Lesson plans go framed within a syllabus, which is part of a curriculum that guides the general academic process. While the curriculum belongs to the general realm of the educational philosophy, and the syllabus fits into the particular sphere of the institutional educational organization, the lesson plan is the teacher's materialization of what he or she thinks about what to teach, how to teach, and when to teach. A lesson plan gives the order and the aim to keep in every class or lesson.
In sum, this proposal was supported by theoretical categories which work in function of two major aspects: didactics of EFL teaching, and EFL materials development.
Method
This was an action-research study conceived as a process that applies the acquired knowledge to supply a community's needs or to act in a positive way in the context where the academic experience takes place (Carr & Kemmis, 1986) . Here, an academic proposal was designed purporting to supply the need of a DS for EFL in a public school. Although the researchers did not have control over the course, they could gain access to it thanks to the teacher. The whole process consisted of one application cycle; a DS comprised of three units was designed and then applied and evaluated. A data matrix-a table with rows representing the units of analysis and columns representing categories in the research questions (Miles & Huberman, 1994) -was used as a qualitative analysis tool.
Context
This research took place in a public school located in Cali, Colombia, which offers preschool and elementary education. Each grade has 35-40 students. Though the school has rather good facilities, the Institutional Educational Project (IEP) has no guidelines regarding the teaching of a foreign language. It includes no explicit view of language in general, foreign language in particular, its learning and teaching, or any methodological guidelines to do it. The material proposed aimed at supporting curricular decisions, as the IEP missed guidelines for the institution and the "one-person English department" had not yet created a proposal for foreign language teaching and learning at the elementary level.
English in this school is a subject within the area of humanities, comprising Spanish and English. The faculty are six teachers, all of them with a BA and more than six years' experience. Each teacher is in charge of a group as homeroom teacher and teaches all the subjects in the curriculum. No teacher follows a schoolbook for English. Only one teacher has EFL formation. During the research, she was in charge of the first grade in the afternoon shift. The other teachers in the subsequent grades do not continue her job in the foreign language because they lack EFL training. The only teacher that participated in the study was the one that holds a BA in EFL. She has worked in that school since 2011 teaching all the basic subjects. Her 36 first-grade children (20 girls and 16 boys, aged five to eight) also participated in the study. This group (afternoon shift) was observed over three months. Like the rest of the groups, this class received two 45-minute classes of English per week.
Stages
This action research comprised three stages and was carried out over a year and a half.
The diagnosis stage (eight months) comprised:
• the initial contact with the institution, • the consent to carry out the research, • a general approach to the institution (to establish the needs related to the research problem),
• interview with the first grade teacher, • school syllabus analysis, and • diagnosis of the students' English level (during four sessions with the guide and participation of the teacher).
During the design stage (seven months), a DS consisting of three didactic units was designed. In light of some theoretical approaches in language didactics and second language acquisition (SLA), the DM was developed taking into account the learners' and teacher's needs, observations, talks with the teacher and the students, and journaling.
During the application stage (three months) continuous evaluation was done through observation and journaling of the experiences in the classroom. Evaluation led to continuous readjustment of the proposal. To evaluate the application of the proposal, the researchers collected information regarding the students' advances, their performance in the activities and workshops, and the impact of the didactic elements used in the lessons. Then, a test (oral and written comprehension and oral production) was applied. The results were analyzed in terms of the impact of the proposal on the students' learning. Table 1 summarizes the research stages and the data collection instruments. 
Proposal of Didactic Sequence
The DS offered as a result of this research in a public school in Cali was designed on the bases of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001), the current Colombian foreign language education policies, and some of the most relevant aspects of the communicative approach: task-based instruction, project-based learning, and preview-review methods. The DS consisted of three fundamental stages to teach EFL to beginners: input, activities, and interaction. These units used the oral skills as the main learning element because the kids who participated in the research were just beginning their process of reading and writing in their L1. The structure of the lessons comprised three stages:
First, the students received input (examples and explanations) about the use of some communicative functions in their daily life; then, songs were used to follow the topics, communicative functions, vocabulary, and structures and recall the students' background knowledge. The songs were complemented with dynamic activities of speaking in which the students had to interact using the structures and the key elements studied in class.
Second, listening activities, total physical response (TPR) exercises, and oral examples with visual aids such as flashcards and memory cards were used. This stage began with the implementation of activities related to the new vocabulary and it was then applied in communicative situations through role plays. After that, the teacher told a story and invited the students to comment and answer questions about what they had just listened. In addition, role play and speaking exercises were carried out.
During the third part of the lesson, didactic games were used as a ludic way to improve the input the students had just received; also, to reinforce it, they interacted in communicative situations to get the necessary functions, expressions, vocabulary, and pronunciation according to their level. There was an application workshop at the end of each lesson.
The units dealt with communicative situations that offered the opportunity to study the topics in terms of communicative competences, structures, and vocabulary to be worked through songs, examples, oral exercises, and application workshops in class. This article includes only the first didactic unit to illustrate the research (Table 2 summarizes it). After having described the modus operandi of the proposal through the first didactic unit, readers will find that the next section explores the results of the application of the whole DS.
Results
The results were studied in terms of the pedagogical view of the teacher, the use of the DM, and the students' performance at the end of the experience. The evaluation was a process of permanent revision and re-design.
Pedagogical View
According to the participants, the use of the DS played a relevant role in the learning process. The results showed that the didactic units were comprehensible and could be completed in the class time. This allowed the students to do their activities and to reflect with the teacher's help on their own context out of the school. The teacher expressed it this way: During my classes, I try to make the students feel comfortable with what they do and to understand the importance of what they learn. To do this, it is necessary to take into account both, the language level to be taught and the students' context. Furthermore, the teacher stated that she noticed an increase in the students' interest for her English classes linked to the use of relevant topics for them. During the application of the DS, the teacher constantly highlighted, in conversations with the researchers, the importance of using daily life examples and notions familiar to the students' lives to engage them. In her words:
From this perspective, I consider that the application of this proposal has allowed the students to become more engaged in the class because we discussed about topics of their daily life.
Students also reported an increased relevance:
I remember better the words when I see pictures and when teacher A, explains me with songs how to talk to my dad and grandma. (Student 21, Research journal) Finally, the teacher acknowledged the facility to use, comprehend, and apply the material taken to the class to achieve an improvement in the students' process. This was congruent with the necessary characteristics for an effective DM: ease of use, possibility of control, individual or collective possibility of use, versatility, possible modification during the academic process, promotion of another DM, and richness of activities that can fulfill the students' learning process and completeness of the information they can offer (C. H. Guerrero, 2008) . The teacher stated:
In sum, I noticed that the designed material by the researchers was in line with the course syllabus, and was both, of easy application in the classroom and of easy understanding for the students. Moreover, we could supplement this didactic proposal with the use of other material such as bingos, puzzles, and lotteries to strengthen the contents and the proposed activities were useful both for individual work as for group work.
In conclusion, the teacher judged the researchers' intervention and the DM designed by them as positive because the proposal took into consideration the context and its relation with notions familiar to the students. Additionally, students reported an increased interest and relevance of the topics and activities.
Regarding the syllabus proposed by the researchers, the teacher underlined that the thematic order was suitable because it allowed important cross-curricular links with life and social sciences and let the students practice the previous lessons in those subjects. She also stated that the design of the material given for the activities was clear and of easy management in the classroom. Likewise, the activities helped the students to develop oral skills because, at the end, most of them were able to express simple ideas in the foreign language. Finally, the teacher emphasized that the evaluation method worked based on clear evaluation criteria, let her have a clearer idea about the students' English level and helped her to update her pedagogic views in function of what her students thought and the way they should be taught.
Use of the Didactic Material
The DS was evaluated in terms of students' comprehension, time required by them to develop the activities, and the final results of the activities of every application workshop. Regarding comprehension, during the application "most of the students were able to understand every class task." 3 During the classes, the students had full accompaniment of the researchers and the teacher in order to answer possible questions and to help when necessary. For instance, some students stated that they could understand the given material due to the pictures in it and the examples given in the workshops. As a sample of it, here is one of those statements: "For me, it was easy to see the picture and the meaning and what I had to do was clear for the pretty drawings" (Student 2, Journal).
In general, the results showed that most of the students (66%) were able to understand immediately or with the first explanation the activities they had to develop in the application stages. On the other hand, during all the application period, 33% of the students had problems trying to understand or did not understand at all what they had to do with the material given and had to ask for explanation several times, or they simply repeated what their classmates did. Table 3 shows the students' comprehension level of the didactic units. The numbers show that there was a clear decrease of students who needed several explanations while the ones who understood without any further explanation increased. The majority of students understood with only one explanation. In other words, their comprehension increased through time and although the increase of comprehension was not that big, the decrease of students who needed several explanations was important.
From the average, it is possible to state that, in general terms, the given material was understandable for the students. However, nearly 33% (8 plus 2.5) had difficulties understanding the explanations. The total numbers vary according to attendance in every session.
Regarding the time the students invested in the application workshops in each session, the information is very similar to that above. Most students could finish the application workshops during the class, others had to finish them at home, and a reduced number did not finish them at all. Table 4 shows the time students invested in finishing the application workshops. From the previous information, most students (62.5%) finished the application workshops within the session time. The group that finished at home decreased progressively, from 11 to 1, except in week 5, when students had time constraints due to an institutional activity, an emergency drill. A few students (15.6%) did not finish the activities at home. The students who took their work home possibly did not have enough help at home. This might be linked to the parents' low English level, as asserted by the teacher during one of the informal conversations with the researchers.
The analysis of materials' appropriateness was based on the results of the written workshops. At this stage, the DM was evaluated as a comprehensible element for the students. The students were able to understand and develop correctly the activities; the DM was at their linguistic level (A. Guerrero, 2009 ). The materials' appropriateness was observed during the application when some students were able to develop some exercises by themselves. For instance, Student 19 said: "I feel good when I see the worksheets; I think I can develop them without the teacher because they are what we have just studied in class" (Journal).
After having evaluated the activities, tasks, and exercises during the application stage, the three task completion categories emerged: students who developed the activities completely, students who did it partially, and the ones who did not accomplish them. Table 5 shows this. As the results show, most students could finish the activities of every class in the established time, or in some cases at home. From the total of students by session, 13% (four students in average) could not develop the activities completely and therefore, their performance was not as expected. These results suggest that the DM designed was at the appropriate level for the students, as most of them finished their exercises correctly. Anyway, task completion also depends on other factors like students' attention and previous knowledge, among others.
To sum up, the results demonstrated that the proposed DM accomplished its purpose by fulfilling the design requisites because the activities were comprehensible, they could be totally developed during the classes, and they were also at the level of the students' linguistic and cognitive development. As proof, most of the students accomplished the workshops understanding what they were asked to do, they also did it in the time established by the teacher, and they developed the exercises correctly. It was also evidenced that the students did their work with enthusiasm and interest, showing curiosity during all the activities and questioning constantly. In this aspect, the most important element was the development and use of the foreign language outside the classroom.
Students' Final Performance
The results of the final evaluation are presented following the BSCE (MEN, 2006) , which state that the cognitive mastery in a foreign language is defined by the progressive acquisition of three kinds of competence: linguistic, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic (Canale & Swain, 1980) . The students' performance was evaluated with a special focus on the oral skills in class in level A1 through constant observation of the students' process and a final exam. The results shown in Table 6 were taken at the end of the application of the DS, through questions and observation in class, and a journal in the process. During the final exam interview, the teacher asked the students questions about their lives and families and the most important topics of the DS. To help the students, the teacher repeated the questions, gestured, mimicked, and spoke slowly and clearly. Table 6 shows the results of the oral test.
In regard to listening, most students were able to understand what the teacher asked and what she told them to do. However, a third of the group could not understand two of the three types of questions. The difficulty was making the students understand the instructions so they could cope with communicative situations.
Concerning speaking, the students showed improvement similar to the one in listening. Two thirds reached the achievements and answered adequately the questions they were asked; just a third had trouble doing so because they did not answer or say something coherent with the question. The results suggest that the aim of these didactic units was accomplished for most of the students and that oral skills must be strengthened further. For those who presented difficulties, the teacher recommended some special extra work in class and homework to develop in order to engage the students and their parents. All in all, it is possible to avow that the results were positive in terms of the teacher's opinion of the DS, the comprehensibility of the didactic units for the students, and the suitability of the activities for the students' level. The students' performance in the oral skills (listening-speaking) was good, although this area still needs more adjustment.
Conclusions
This study yielded a series of conclusions divided into three main axes corresponding to its objectives: pedagogical impact on the teacher and her students, assessment of the DM, and students' performance.
First, the pedagogical impact that this proposal had on the teacher and her students can be seen in what they stated about the experience. The teacher supplemented her materials, reinforced the school curricular bases for EFL, and recognized the need of aligning the teaching to the particular social and pedagogical conditions of the group. The students reported increased comprehension and interest, corroborated by the time they took to advance and their accurate development of the activities.
Second, it was reaffirmed that, to be effective, curriculum and materials development must take into consideration the particularities of the specific learning and teaching situations, like the linguistic and communicative development of the students, their ease to be understood-written material, instructions, and activities-controllability by the teacher, possibility of collective or individual usage, adaptability to the context, openness to modification, and promotion of intertextual work with other DM (A. Guerrero, 2009 ). Additionally, the students' performance was improved: their oral skills bettered and the final assessment showed that most students reached the objectives sought.
In conclusion, this proposal fulfilled its purposes and was useful for the public school where it was carried out, supplying a DS to teach EFL in a first grade and providing curricular guidelines with pedagogic and didactic bases that can be extrapolated to other grades. It had a positive impact on students-as a tool to learn English-and on their teacher-as a help to teach according to current linguistics policies and EFL didactic trends-which allowed them to use the communicative approach to teaching language.
Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge some limitations of this study. The causes of the failure of some students in the application of the proposal need to be traced further. Three major causes are hypothesized in connection to failure: lack of help at home with their school activities, poor time-on-task at school, and lack of contact with the target language outside of the school. These factors contribute to a negative result in the students' general academic performance. Furthermore, the relations among ease of use, time invested, and task completion remain to be studied.
